TRANSFORMING "GREY" CITISCAPES INTO GREEN URBAN LANDSCAPES by Vasiu, R. A. et al.
Agricultura – Ştiinţă şi practică                                         no. 1- 2(89-90)/2014                                         Agriculture - Science and Practice  
- 120 - 
 
TRANSFORMING "GREY" CITISCAPES INTO GREEN 
URBAN LANDSCAPES 
 
Vasiu R. A1)., Laura Cristina Luca2), Păuniţa Iuliana Boancă1)  
1) University of Agricultural Sciences and Veterinary Medicine Cluj-Napoca, Calea Manastur, 3-5, 
400372 Cluj-Napoca, Romania; arh.razvan.vasiu@gmail.com; 
2) Research Institute for Analytical Instrumentation Cluj-Napoca, Romania, Donath Street, no. 67  
CP 717, OP 5, 400293 Cluj-Napoca, Romania; 
 
Abstract. The goal of the paper is to identify the key elements that influence the 
sustainable development of urban environments in the contemporary context, in terms of social, 
demographic and economic change. The method used implies the analysis of theoretical design 
principles, case studies of implemented solution in cities, both in Europe and around the world, and 
finally an evaluation of viable opportunities for Romania. The degree of novelty comes from 
integrating sustainable urban design, and landscape architecture principles in a country dominated 
by rigid and outdated socialist-era built environment. The expected results consist in a series of 
guidelines for applicable interventions in the existing urban realm. The usefulness and importance 
of the described topic is highlighted by the current problems in all urban environments, national and 
worldwide, when "old" cities face "modern" problems in terms of land use, pollution, circulation, 
the lack of quality of life, the lack of social integration, etc. All these elements highlight the 
importance of a topic that combines concepts of architecture, urbanism, and landscape architecture 
with the goal of outlining a better way of designing the environment that shapes our lifes.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
As of the year 2008 it can be statistically stated that we are living on an 
increasingly urban planet. That is the year when we have passed the halfway mark—50% 
of the world’s population now live in cities, and that percentage is projected to increase to 
70% by 2050, there is no turning back the urban trend [7]. Despite this constant growth of 
urban environment over the last 100 years we have yet to successfully design and plan 
cities that will accommodate our economic, social and demographic needs while protecting 
and restoring our planet and its natural systems. It is thus clear that we need new models of 
urbanization- sustainable urbanization- on both a global and national level. 
 Many communities around the the world are struggling to develop and implement 
a wide variety of initiatives and programs to make their communities more sustainable and 
livable. In some of the latest UN World Urban Forum meetings, such as the one in 
Vancouver, Nanjing and Rio de Janeiro, nations across the globe have embraced the 
concepts of sustainable urbanization and sustainable communities as the central sollution 
to any real progress toward solving world environmental and social problems on an 
increasingly urban planet. While all this interest is directed towards sustainable urban 
development around the world, Romania has not only stood still, but instead it has 
regressed in terms of quality of life in its cities when compared to before 1989. 
Considering that socialist urbanism was far from ideal in terms of organizing space and 
creating resilient and satisfied communities, having 25 years of continuous destruction of 
the old and constructing new buildings and parts of the city with very low standards have 
left us with one of the least sustainable built environments in Europe. Nevertheless, we are 
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members of the European Union, part of a continent that has spawned some of man kind's 
most incredible ideas, and for this reason it our duty to examine the accomplishments of 
neighboring countries and implement nationally solutions that have worked so well in very 
similar contexts to ours. [5]  
 
MATERIAL AND METHOD 
 
Material. After putting present realities in perspective, an analysis should be made 
on our national context. First of all, it must be stated that before the 1950s, Romania was a 
mostly rural country, in 1953, only 31,3 % of the population lived in cities, while at the 
beginning of the 1980s that figure went above 50% [4]. Forced industrialization and the 
establishment of cooperatives have created an overly speedy transition towards a more 
urbanised society. Industrial sites were located in more important cities and they needed 
labor force and thus, a constant shift of population migrated from the countryside to the 
fast developing cities. This new context dictated measures for expanding cities both in 
surface and density. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
a.                                                                  b. 
 
Fig. 1. Socialist urbanism, city centres a) Singular multi-purpose building for smaller cities (Câmpu 
Lung Muscel) b) Complex of buildings for medium sized cities (Resita) 
 
The implemented solutions consisted in "zoning" cities, by creating specific areas 
that only served one urban function. The "industrial" areas arose, and along with that, the 
"bedroom" neighborhoods (Fig. 2), and so cities became severely divided, between work, 
sleep, and the city center. New neighborhoods could only be built on the outer borders of 
established cities, or by demolishing individual housing areas. Both cases created 
segregation within society, as there was a great perceived difference between "native" 
residents that usually inhabited the more central parts of cities, and "foreigners" or the 
people that settled down along with the new growth of urban environment. The 
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administrative power has been concentrated in city civic centers (Fig. 1) or, in the case of 
bigger urban developments, in sectorial lines or multi-centers divided across the city and 
interlinked by major communication axes. In some cases, to keep the neighborhoods in 
good functioning order, smaller “civic centers” were introduced, that provided the 
commercial, administrative and entertainment functions, along with education. 
Although there were some well thought examples of functioning neighborhoods, 
the majority were segregated from the "traditional" city, overly dense, and a good example 
of the unrealistic dictone of modernist urbanists regarding the needs of human beings - 
work, sleep, leisure (Fig. 2). All these elements led to what we can see today, almost 
everywhere in Romania- conflict in form, space, color, use, and environmental impact.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 2. Overly dense single function neighbourhood (Manastur, Cluj- Napoca) 
 
On top of these realities, a new specific problem for our national context emerged, 
threatening to make matters worse than ever before. Feeling constrained by the regime that 
thought people how they should work, sleep and spend their free time, after 1989, there 
was a burst of the one thing most reprimed- individuality. Buildings, neighborhoods and 
new parts of city emerged, in all shapes and sizes, covering the entire spectrum of the 
chromatic scale, but worst of all, with absolutely no regard to the spaces created (or should 
we say, not created) or to the durability (let alone sustainability) of these new additions to 
the built environment. We have started our "forced" urbanisation by copying not so perfect 
development examples of western and eastern Europe (modernism and social-realism) 
until 1989, and we ended up by involuntarily copying examples of the 3rd world. Thus, 
considering the material presented, the purpose of this paper is very straight forward, (as 
should our purpose as a nation be), when faced with the described problems, and in the 
context of Global awareness towards creating a more sustainable future, to identify key 
aspects of working examples and to create a series of guidelines aimed at pushing our 
country a little closer to the requirements of today's reality concerning the environment. 
Method. In the present, more than anywhere in the world, European cities are a 
powerful source of potent ideas and inspiring practice. In few other parts of the globe is 
there as much interest in urban sustainability and urban greening policy as in Europe, 
especially northern and northwestern Europe. Methods of putting ideas into practice vary 
as much as philosophy surrounding the idea of what a city should function like, as there 
have been some hi-tech, tabula rasa projects like the eco-city Dongtan in China (now 
abandoned) and Masdar City (under construction) in Abu Dhabi. There is a strong 
argument to be made that the best examples are ones that build onto and improve the 
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existing conditions of already present cities, suggesting the importance of London, Vienna 
or Lyon, not Masdar. There are things to learn from futuristic tehnologies used in places 
like Masdar but for real life examples, that can implemented in a historic European 
context, examples such as Copenhagen with its complete street design, mixed-use 
development and multimodal transit are far more enlightneing. One of the qualities that 
makes these European cities so important to understand is the creative blending of the new 
and the old, the importance of seeing long-term sustainability as necessarily embedded in a 
deeper span of history and commitment to place. Creatively balancing the new and the 
technological with the old and human is something that planners and designers around the 
world are still attempting to work out, and there are many examples to follow in European 
cities—from the creative insertion of photovoltaic solar panels in central Copenhagen to 
the sensitive design of a tram system that fits well and works within the context of the 
narrow streets and historic buildings of Edinburgh [1].  
 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 
A number of established examples in Europe have the ability to promote the 
environmental role of cities as there has been considerable attention paid in the last decade 
to how notions of sustainability begin to apply at local and regional levels. Some key 
aspects, essential for urban sustainability, have been found in almost all examples across 
Europe: the notion of "compact cities", city of short distances and "green spaces" oriented 
cities. Considering the vastness of "sustainability" as a concept, the paper focuses just on 
the mentioned elements -considered both the most important and also the easiest to 
implement- in order to formulate comprehensive examples for our national context.  
Compact cities. While European cities have been experiencing considerable 
decentralization pressures, they are typically much more compact and dense than most 
Romanian cities. And while urban sprawl has been happening in Europe, there are still 
many more positive and compelling examples of cities maintaining and even growing 
dense urban cores. In Oslo, for instance, as a result of explicit planning policy, the city and 
region have densified. According to a University of Oslo study, in less than a decade Oslo 
has experienced an 11% increase in persons per hectare, and in the process has protected 
an immense surrounding forest ecosystem.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 3 Relationship between population density (persons/km²) and energy use 
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The study notes the strong support for compact cities among Norwegian spatial 
planners, described as now having a “hegemonic status as a model for sustainable urban 
development.” It may not be surprising that planners are in such strong support, but elected 
officials and politicians in Oslo also understand its importance as a guiding paradigm for  
future growth and development. Compact cities are more sustainable because they create 
shorter routes from demand (inhabitants) to supply (urban functions), waste less energy in 
lighting, heating and transport, while allowing unbuilt land to be used for agriculture, 
leisure or environmental purposes. It is important to note that "compactness" is not similar 
to being crowded, as in more than one city in Romania. Being "compact" primarily refers 
to the opposite of "zoning" - the uniform distribution of a large variety of functions around 
the city, in order to better meet needs, and eliminate unnecessary transport. Some cities in 
Romania are dense, but without having overlapping functions, in such a case, density being 
a serious problem. The key point of the concept is to keep and/or create density of services 
that coexist with the residential function, so that cities can better function [1].  
City of short distances. In all sustainable cities of Europe, a high level of priority 
is given to building and maintaining fast, comfortable, and reliable systems of public 
transport. Cities like Freiburg, which never gave up on its municipal trams, or Paris, which 
plans to dramatically expand its metro system in years ahead, show how we can address 
the future of urban mobility. Rates of car ownership in European cities (and countries), 
though on the rise, remain significantly lower than in some parts of Romania, and the 
relatively successful efforts of cities like Copenhagen, a result of the combination of 
providing walkable urban living conditions and investing in excellent alternatives to the 
car (e.g., transit, bicycles), show that significantly reducing dependence on cars is possible 
indeed. Few would argue that the quality of life is lower in Copenhagen because of the 
reduced dependence on cars (Fig 4).  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fig. 4 Vehicle traffic cand be reduced significantly by facilitating cycling and walking 
 
Getting people out of their cars also requires creating urban places and spaces that 
delight, that bring people in contact with one another and with interesting objects, events, 
and environments. Whether Barcelona’s Ramblas or Copenhagen’s Strřget, Bologna’s 
arcaded sidewalks or Paris’s pathways along the Seine, European cities provide countless 
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examples of what is possible in the public realm. While Eu It is perhaps not surprising that 
Romanians are inside so much of the day when conventional city and urban design pays 
such little attention to celebrating, restoring, and integrating nature and natural systems 
into our communities. Many European cities have an extensive greenbelt and regional open 
space structure, with a considerable amount of natural land actually owned by the cities. 
Extensive tracts of forest and open lands are owned by citiessuch as Vienna, Berlin, and 
Graz (among many others). Cities such as Helsinki and Copenhagen are spatially 
structured so that large wedges of green nearly penetrate the centers of these 
municipalities. Helsinki’s large Keskuspuisto central park is a good example. It extends in 
an almost unbroken wedge from the center to an area of oldgrowth forest to the north of 
city, some one thousand hectares in area and european cities have experienced a rise in 
automobility, their core urban form remains remarkably pedestrian. It is hard to overstate 
the value and importance of walkable streets, and indeed walkable cities. Providing 
physical exercise, opportunities to socialize, connections to place and nature, and 
enjoyment and fun, walking is an essential element of a green city. In some cities of 
Europe, nearly half the trips made are by foot, and that is what happens in compact cities 
with short distances where emphasis has been placed on creating functional and beautiful 
pedestrian connections. Some examples can be seen in Romania as well on this regard, but 
they merely scratch the surface of the issue. Creating pedestrian streets in the center is step 
forward, but hardly a solution for the overcrowded cities of today. The idea is to create 
areas of the city interlinked by either pedestrian routes or convenient public transport. This 
in turn has benefic effects for commerce and does not force people to go to Malls, 
generally located in the periphery, and create unnecessary traffic. In so many European 
cities it is so natural to not use an automobile and still have complete access to all aspects 
of city life, that it is a mystery why it has taken us so long to notice this important aspect 
[2] [3]. 
 "Green space" oriented cities. How to achieve compactness and density, but also 
ensure that urban inhabitants have adequate access to parks, trees, waterfronts, and nature, 
remains another key challenge and another way in which European cities lead the way. In 
most Romanian cities (and certainly many European cities as well), the prevailing living 
(and working) environments are largely of concrete and asphalt, not especially green or 
natural despite the acknowledged need for such elements in our lives. E. O. Wilson’s 
concept of biophilia suggests that we have co-evolved as a species to need nature, that it is 
not optional but rather essential for emotional (and physical) health and well-being [6]. It is 
perhaps not surprising that Romanians are inside so much of the day when conventional 
city and urban design pays such little attention to celebrating, restoring, and integrating 
nature and natural systems into our communities. Many European cities have an extensive 
greenbelt and regional open space structure, with a considerable amount of natural land 
actually owned by the cities. Extensive tracts of forest and open lands are owned by cities 
such as Vienna, Berlin, and Graz (among many others). Cities such as Helsinki and 
Copenhagen are spatially structured so that large wedges of green nearly penetrate the 
centers of these municipalities. Helsinki’s large Keskuspuisto central park is a good 
example. It extends in an almost unbroken wedge from the center to an area of oldgrowth 
forest to the north of city, some one thousand hectares in area and eleven kilometers long. 
In addition, the city has developed an extensive, integrated network of green spaces (Fig. 
5). In Stockholm, there are an estimated one thousand parks and seven relatively large 
nature reserves, together constituting about 40% of the city’s land area. Included here is 
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Stockholm’s large Ekopark very close to the city’s center, where it is a short walk for 
thousands of urbanites to ancient oaks and diverse flora and fauna. (Fig. 6).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Oslo is a remarkable example of a green and biophilic city, with a compact and, as 
mentioned above, densifying urban form. Two-thirds of the land within the city’s 
boundaries is actually owned by the city and maintained as protected forests that flank the 
city to the north. And nature in other forms surrounds to the south, with extensive natural 
shorelines and the Oslo fjord. Oslo’s vision for its future, as expressed in its green plan, is 
“the blue and green and the city in between.” The city’s emphasis on containing growth, in 
combination with protecting and setting aside such large expanses of green space, mean 
that urbanites there are never very far from nature. Indeed, it is estimated that some 94% of 
the population of Oslo lives within three hundred meters of a park or green area. In the 
above mentioned cities, compactness permits this proximity to nature, rather than working 
against it. All of them are important economic and turistic cities with high land value. And 
yet it is possible to sacrifice private interest for common goals, and preserve green spaces 
and integrate them in a compact city with short distances, in order to make them healtier 
and more attractive. Although it is not a quantifiable element, one of the most important 
aspects of a sustainable urban environment is its attractiveness. If people don't live happy 
healthy lives and don't want to keep living in an area, that region will ultimatelly become 
abandoned, as in the case of many American cities - Detroit in particular. Interlinked green 
spaces are one of the most important elements that enhence the attractiveness of any urban 
realm, along with their unquestionable environmental benefits, like the reduction of 
pollution, the mediation of urban climate, and so on. Great importance has to be given to 
this aspect as it is, and has been, one of the fundamentals of healthy human life in any city 
[3].  
 
CONCLUSIONS 
  
  From the annalysis carried out on some of the most sustainable cities in Europe, 
and the methods used to obtain this status, it is more clear what actions we have to 
undertake as a country to achieve similar performance. European cities are facing many of 
the same serious problems and trends that are working against sustainability in Romanian 
Fig. 5 Blending the built environment with 
the seascape and natural landscape 
(Helsinki, Finland) 
 
Fig. 6 Building the city around and inside 
the natural landscape 
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cities: a dramatic rise in auto ownership and use, a continuing pattern of deconcentration of 
people and commerce, and a lack of affordable housing. European cities represent a much 
more compelling model for the times we live in: at once more energy- and resource-
efficient, more supportive of innovative green projects, more demanding of the 
environmental performance of buildings and cityscapes, and generally more reflective of a 
priority given to sustainability. 
 The future model for Romanian settlements should be at first the Compact City. 
This is a city concept consisting of independently functioning units, in which the aspects of 
everyday life can be laid out and accessed within walking distance by all members of 
society. The City of the Future is a city of social and functional integration, cultural 
diversity, accessible education, resource conservation and regional dialogue. These are the 
basis for a well functioning model -that of the Compact city. When combining this with the 
integration of interlinked green spaces, and energy efficient buildings that use renewable 
resources for heating, cooling and electricity we have all the ingredients for a sustainable 
urban development. Most of the described solutions are no less expensive or difficult to 
implement than the ones currently used so it is time to put aside all inharitance from our 
troubled past, look no further than the present so that we can have a sustainable future 
along with our European partners and neighbours.  
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